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compounds not only help form ozone but also cause changes in 

natural systems (e.g., unnatural fertilization, species shifts, nutrient

enrichment of water bodies). Pending regulatory programs will

reduce ozone pollution in eastern US park units, many of which con-

tinue to have unhealthy air but appear to be on the way to recovery.

In western parks, however, ozone- and nitrogen-related pollution 

has been increasing, especially in the Colorado Plateau and Rocky

Mountains. Though reductions in emissions from mobile sources are

expected owing to federal programs, pollution from other sources—

including widespread energy development—could continue to

increase.

The trend toward increasing ozone and nitrogen in western parks

was detected several years ago through NPS Air Quality Program 

performance evaluations. Evidence of deteriorating air quality was

shared with western state regulatory agencies, and a collaborative

effort was initiated to understand why some pollution was increasing

and to evaluate the federal program to protect clean air. The National

Park Service and western states reached consensus on numerous

steps that could be taken to improve effectiveness and accountability.

These efforts led to a dialogue about creating a new framework for

managing air quality to protect ecosystems.

AIR QUALITY TRENDS  IN NATIONAL PARKS ,  1995–2004

FY 2005 Annual 
Performance Report 
for NPS GPRA 
Air Quality Goal Ia3

Improving (p<=0.05)

Degrading (p<=0.05)

No Trend / Stable

No Data / Insufficient Data

Ozone

Visibility — Clear Days

Visibility — Hazy Days

Note: Statistical significance of p<=0.05 means a 5% or lower probability exists that an identified trend in air quality could be caused by chance.

Growing concerns about nitrogen deposition have helped identify

and prioritize new projects involving data synthesis, field studies, and

modeling. Existing data at Rocky Mountain National Park were suffi-

cient to convince the State of Colorado that ecological health needs

to be protected. A memorandum of understanding signed in 2005

among the National Park Service, the State of Colorado, and the EPA

provides the framework to develop strategies to reverse deteriorating

trends at the park.

Energy development near national parks—including oil, gas, and

coalbed methane and construction of new coal-fired power plants—

continues to be a significant challenge facing the NPS Air Quality

Program. The National Park Service routinely encourages permitting

authorities to require the best pollution controls on new plants and

succeeded in lowering the emission limits at five proposed plants in

2005. It also secured commitments from three new power plants to

offset their pollution increases with pollution reductions elsewhere in

the area. Much of the energy development is not subject to air quality

permitting, however, so different strategies are pursued. In 2005 the

Park Service helped form the Four Corners Air Quality Task Force

(composed of state, federal, and tribal agencies and other stakehold-

ers) to explore technological and adaptive management strategies for
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